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"As 'special' as its title, this stunningly observed, wickedly funny, and 
ultimately tragic first novel is highly recommended." — Library Journal, 
starred review

"[A] harrowing novel about the hell of early teenage life. As fiction, utterly 
devastating; as psychology, grim and apocalyptic: a ripped-bare portrait of 
the evil that children can do." — Kirkus Reviews

About the Book

"She wanted what Caz had, no question. When she laughed, she wanted to 
laugh like Caz did, knowing she was lovely, instead of fearing that she was 
wrong or inappropriate or too loud or too childish . . . She wanted not to 
spend so much time being afraid. She wanted to know how they could both 
have the same number of fingers and toes and eyes and legs and dreams, 
but still Caz was first class and she was only economy. For a second Jules felt 
desire so strong that she could scarcely breathe. But though she looked at 
Caz with passion, it was not love that Jules felt. Not even close." — from 
Special

Meet Jules. She's thirteen, bossy, and wishes she were anyone but herself. 
She's also on her way to a two-week stay in a rundown English country 
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manor with her classmates. In Bella Bathurst's startling and beautifully 
written first novel, Special, the events that unfold during that fortnight in the 
forest — by turns touching and terrifying — echo the explosive mixture of 
rage, insecurity, and exuberance that so often characterizes female 
adolescence. Houghton Mifflin will publish Special as a Mariner Original in 
May. Jules's companions on this enforced field trip include

• Caz, whose beauty and poise mask a cruelty that repels the others even as 
they compete for her friendship;
• Hen, haunted by a gruesome accident and struggling with a not-so-secret 
eating disorder;
• bookish Ali, who yearns to escape the group and find solitude; and
• Izzy, sickly and overweight, the group scapegoat.

Tucked away in a crumbling former insane asylum in the Forest of Dean, the 
girls are quickly bored by their daily routine of exercise, healthy meals, and 
early bedtimes. They soon turn to other, darker pursuits: smoking, gossiping, 
tormenting their teachers and each other, and sneaking out to a nearby 
village to drink and flirt with local boys and, more dangerously, men. When 
their forays into the adult world start to spin out of control, each girl must 
fend for herself, with often disastrous — and ultimately tragic — 
consequences.

Bella Bathurst is a young writer who first won acclaim in 2000 with the 
prizewinning history The Lighthouse Stevensons. The territory she explores in 
Special is far more personal (like her protagonists, she attended an all-girl 
English boarding school) and far more disturbing: the complexities of female 
adolescence and the ease, as in Lord of the Flies, with which rules, morality, 
normalcy, and "civilization" are discarded. 

About the Author

Bella Bathurst is the author of the critically acclaimed history The Lighthouse 
Stevensons, which won the Somerset Maugham Award. Her journalism has 
appeared in the Washington Post and the London Sunday Times, among 
other major periodicals. Born in London in 1969, she now lives in Scotland, 
where she is working on her next book, about shipwrecks and the men who 
have lived off their spoils.
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A Conversation with Bella Bathurst about Special

Q) Why did you write this book?

A) In 2000, I was supposed to be working on another nonfiction book as a 
follow-up to The Lighthouse Stevensons, but this novel began to intrude so 
insistently on my thinking that I tried initially to work on both books at the 
same time, and then gave myself six months in which to complete the novel. 
I told myself that if, at the end of that time, I showed it to two or three 
people whose literary judgment I trusted and they felt it did not work, I 
would abandon it and return to nonfiction. In the event, they liked it, and I 
completed the book.

The catalyst for it was a conversation with a friend. He was saying that he 
considered women to be better than men — kinder, softer, more emotionally 
generous, less competitive — and I found myself disagreeing quite strongly. I 
did not believe that one sex was better, or more morally upright, than the 
other; both sexes had their faults and virtues, but fundamentally they 
complimented each other. The book turned into a kind of reply to my friend's 
beliefs.

I had also rarely seen or read anything — except Margaret Atwood's Cat's Eye 
— in which girls were portrayed as malevolent. It seemed there was still a 
certain amount of wish fulfillment in people's attitudes — girls were either 
part of an oppressed sex or they were all sugar and spice. I felt that it might 
be an idea to see if I could try and write what I felt was a more rounded 
image of girls — and, indeed, of women in general.

Q) How did you research it?

A) In practical terms, almost entirely from memory. In broader terms, I am 
one of three sisters, I went to all-girl junior and secondary schools, and I 
have worked in several predominantly female office environments, so I felt I 
already had a store of experience on which to draw.

Q) Why did you use schoolgirls?

A) Because it seemed that school provided a ready-made way of isolating a 
group of girls in each other's company, and because thirteen-year-olds are 
stuck in that strange place somewhere between childhood and adulthood. 
They want adult experience, but they've only got childish equipment to deal 
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with it. Their interests — drugs, sex, men, drink, fashion, appearance — may 
well stay the same for years to come, but the way they deal with those things 
is still very raw.

Q) Why set it in the Forest of Dean?

A) Because it's a part of the English countryside I know well, because it's 
distinctive, and because it can be both very creepy and very beautiful at the 
same time. I also wanted to put the girls in a place where there was plenty of 
interest close by, but where they were also isolated.

Q) Is Special anti-women?

A) No, I hope not. Some of my best bits are female. I like women as much as 
I like men. What I distrust — which I hope comes over in the book — is packs 
and groups, whether male or female. In the book, Caz is the obvious group 
leader — the one most preoccupied with getting, and holding on to, power. 
She does it through being beautiful and being cool, but as in real life, she 
doesn't necessarily use these attributes to good ends.

Q) Do you consider it a bleak novel?

A) No, just realistic. I also think it's quite funny, but then maybe I just need 
to get out more. At the end of the book, there is the possibility of redemption 
for some of the characters. The two characters who come out best are Ali and 
Izzy. Both of them save themselves by being outside the group — Ali 
voluntarily, Izzy involuntarily.

Q) Why include the stuff about anorexia and self-harm?

A) Because it happens. Particularly in single-sex schools, girls focus 
relentlessly on appearance, and over the past twenty years or so, eating 
disorders have become rife. As for the self-harm, I put it in — though I 
disliked writing about it — because I knew that was how Hen, the character, 
would have felt and behaved. It's something I think a lot of teenagers would 
recognize.

Q) What are you writing next?

A) Another nonfiction book (on shipwrecks), intended as a kind of follow-up 
or companion to The Lighthouse Stevensons. Then after that, hopefully 
another novel. It's enjoyable, writing fiction and nonfiction turn and turn 
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